Clinical studies of employees in a sheet-forming process at a paper mill.
Formaldehyde resins are used to improve the wet strength of paper. During the sheet-forming process of paper manufacture, formaldehyde fumes are liberated. Twenty-two male subjects having such exposures in a paper mill and 27 unexposed subjects were clinically evaluated to determine the effect of low level formaldehyde exposure in a tropical country. The workers were exposed to 0.03 mg formaldehyde/m3 air as an 8-h TWA. Formic acid excretion in urine was 37.2 +/- 18.9 and 20.3 +/- 4.2 ug/L among the exposed and the unexposed subjects, respectively. Significantly more respiratory problems (31.8%) were observed among the exposed subjects as compared to controls. Complaints pertaining to gastrointestinal, musculoskeletal and cardiovascular systems were also more frequent in exposed subjects. In spite of formaldehyde concentrations being well within the prescribed ACGIH limits of 1 ppm, the high rates of sickness emphasise the need for detailed studies on formaldehyde-exposed subjects in tropical countries.